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DEFINITION OF'THE _SITUATION AND-OBSERVER'BIAS,

Abstract

r

,

1

An experiment is reported in which an attempt was made to bias 62

S's observations of a videotape of children at play. rife stddy is

framed in terms of W. I. Thomas's ideas concerning the definition of the

i

situation. Observer 'bias is an instance when a definition of a ,situatio

is based primarily on
"

subjective situational factors is depgndent upon the degree of'atbigulty
. .

of thcsituation'0 s objective factors. 'S's we given falsel'information.
.

,

concerning the SETS of the Children in the videOtape (manipulation of

sub:jectivesituatiOnal factors) and by varying'ihe degree'of ambiguity, .
;

subjective situatiOnal'factors:, Reliance op .

x..b.

of the videotape (manipulation of ambiguity of obSectivesitUational

factors). The S's were askedto record all aggressive behdviorexbibitd
4.

by they children. The information about the children's SES'Aid-affeCt

the S's observations. The,degree of.ambigaity of the video tape failed

.6; produce the hypothesized effecits'
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DEFINITION OF THEtS/THATION AND OBSEER BIAS

I

Robert Rosenthal s ° researchc4cerning experimenter effects or the

unintended effects an qxperimerttet has on the results of his experiment

-has'slimulated a great deal of empirical work and iliscussion. Although

the evidence is net-conclusive, the literature suggest. that experimentef

effectst are foUnd ;not only in the eiperimental situation (for example,.

r
Dusek,1 A71;- Laszlo and Rose al, 1970 Minor, 1970; Wessler, 19§9;

Rosenthal andl'Fode, 1963) putalso nithe school, setting (for example,

Rctiienthal and Jacobson, 1966),the EIinical setting (for example, Hersh,

Ro$enthal, 1969c; Maslitig, 1965; Wallach .and ttrupp, 1960) $nd,

the psychaloiical testing situation 4for example, Dana and Dana, l969;

Egeland, 1969; Wessler, 1968); These studies sUpport Rosenthal's

argument that experimenter effects can occur in a variety of social

situations and that by studying expdiimenter effects in the'research

.settingt we will leain morefabout social behavior' in general (Rosenthal,

1969a, 1966'1.

°

Experimenter effects fall into two general categories: 1) non -.

interactional and 2) interactional. Non-interactional types of experi-
i

.,

mente effe.cts.operate withdut affecting the actual responses of the .

,.-

.
. t

subjects in the research. Interactional experimenter effects are a result

. .

ofithe experimenter's intefactioniwith his subjecta. d operates by

-

.. .

0

.

i fluencinga subject's reaPonse.
lL

Most.of the empirical work conderning 'experimenter effects which has
,

been. done has examined interactional types effects, the most
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frequently chosen one being experimenter expectancy. For example,,
. .

most of absenthal"..s work has been devoted to studying the effects di(

". ( -i

the. experimenter's expectancy or hypothesis concerningSthe resultd\ f-

.

( .

/

,:hip .experime'ht. There has been- a lack of attention paid to the n
0,

'interactional type, and our research.is an attempt to begin-to fin

4
tliis.gap The non-interaetional experimenter effect. with which we will

.,

be concerned is observer' bias.
. y

Observer bias is'defided as a 'tendency to'pbserve the phenomenon"

under study "in.a manner that differs from the,'tvue' observation in some
' -

consistent fashions' (Simon, 1969). Bias observations are systematic

Pi distortions of-social "reality." Since we are treating serve' bias as

a non-interactional experimenter effect,.ureill limit our discussion to

only those observational settings in which the observer 116 nointer-
.

personal contact with the Subjects while' the)) are under observation. We

will also attempt to show that obserier bias can be explained in part, by

the process which W. I. Thomas labeled aSc"the definition of the situation

T(Themas, 1923). We will be particularyinterested in Thomas's ideas'

concerning objective and subjective situational factors.

This research will not only add,to our knowledge concerning:some

of the.variables. which aria associated with the occurrence of observer.

0

bias, but more generally to our kfowledge of non - interactional experi--

menter effects. ,It- ill also begin to tiethe experimenter effects

literature to, some existing theoretical ideas.. The experithenter effects

literature, except. for an occasional post hoc analysis using Merton's .

concept of self=fulfilling prophecy (Rosenthal,*1969a; 1.966) is lacking

in theoretical work aimed at explaining the. existsnce oNhevarious

/1.

'A

-.q
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kinds of experimenter effects:

3

In our review of the experimental effetts

J,literature, we-found,no research which frog. the onset,was-bas6 on any*.

theorjeticll id as., By using Thomas'S ideas about the 'definition of the
. .

situation we hope to "fill in the theoretical gap in the experimenter
/ \

effects' literature.

Theoretical'Rationale

Although the phenomenon

ti

of observer bias and ways of dealing with

it are discussed in the literature

(for example, Hutt and Hutt, 1970;

Hatt, 1952), not much empirical or

dealing with
o

SimOn,'1969;

theoretical

re'search methodology

Madge, 1965;'Goode and

work has been devoted

specifically to'it. The little'mpirical work that has focused on

observer,bias (White, et al., 1970; Cordaro and'Ison, 190),

suggest, that observer bian 4. be axperimentally produced when Prior

information concerning the Obseryational situation is given to observers.

.
Iri'both studies, observers:.were given information tbncerning the amount

of behavior /to e expected.and their observations were in the direction
X .

of these expectations. Although these studies do indicate the existence

of observer bias, neither provide us with'anexplanation for the phedom-

at some of W. I. Thomas's ideas concerning the concept,
4

situation, we find such an explanation.

(1937, 1923, 1918) that before an indra.ual can

act iry a situation,he must firbt give meaning to the si Ation in terms

of his action-orientation, that is his reason for actin . This is'done
tiP

bi'he individual selecting, attending to, and combining those elements

enon. If we look

definftionof the

Thonijs argues

of the situation which aremost rplevan't to his goal. 'Ilie synthesis of

the relevant aspects or definition of the situation enables the individual
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to-decide the most appropriate way in' which'foct in the situation.

In Thomas,'s conceptualizations, there are-both objective and sub-
/

jective features which can influence 0 individual's definition of the

situation (Thomas., /1923). Objectiv features are those which havea

verifiable existenceewhich a scientist or any other outside individual

living in the society would recognize. These include the physical

features of-the situation and the social norms associated with it

(Stebbens, 1967; illothas and Thoolas, 1925). 'Th'e subjective featurl of the

situation are those aspects' which are related to the unique experiences

and perspective of the individual. These include(his past experiences

with simil situations, his expectations concerning the type of behaviort

found in such a situation and his vanes and attitudes associated with

th,e situation. In a aenseithe subjective features of a situation exist

orllY -in the mind of the 'particular individual. Becayae of these

sUbjective featuresi(, differenA definitions of the situation may result

among people in the same situation. Wide* different behavior can there-

fore result since one's behavior is 'closely related to one's definition

of the situation (Stebbens, 1967; Vplkart, 1951). ad

in other words, individuals will act on the basis of a definition

constructed from both objective and subjective
I.

situational features, but,

it is possible that the subjective features may be the major influence
o

Q In the definition of the'situatiOn. The individual will behave as if

the subjective features were-tangible, that is, he hill act on the basis

of the definition constructed from these subjective features. "If men
0

define sitpations as real, they are real in tharIconsequences" (Thomas and

Thomas, 1925). It is our contention that this is what.happens when
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observer bias occurs.

Observer bias is an example of an instance in which subjective,

factors play a 'large part in the formulation ofa definition of a

situation. An observer is told to watch and record data about a

particular. type of behavibr concerningthe subjects under study. This,is

his action orientation. However, before an observer can-act, that is

watch and record, he must-first define or give meaning to the situation 'A

under observation. This may include, for example, attributing certain

types of characteristics to the subjecti,undei study because of his past

experiences with them, his valuds or attitudes towards theM, etc.' These

characteristics may not actually exist, but they nonethelel.s become part

of an observer's,definition of the situation,because.he thinks they

exist. Because his definition of the situation influences his watching

and recording, the data resulting from his observations will be biased or

distorted, and the distortion will be in, line with his definition of 'the

situation. It could be argued that the researchers who have been

concerned with experimentally manipulatingeserver bias (White,

et al., 1970; Cordaro and Ison, 1963) increased the probabilitiy

that subjective factors would play a large role in the observer's definition

of the .situation becauselthey provided them with expectations concerning

what they were about to observe.

But what about the objective situational factors in the observational

situation? They too can play a part in the 6onstruction'of definitions,

of situations. Most of the time situations are defined on the basis of

objective features. If.this were not the case, any type of group

behavior would be impOssible.' Why do they not counteract the distorting

2

8
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effects of the subjective features in an observer bias. situation? We
I

would argue that when subjective factors play a larace part in the

construction of definition of a situation which results in observer bias

it is becah the objective situational factors are unclear and-ambigueus

Thus, if the objective factors of a situation are clear and easily

recognizable, qn observer's definition will not be under the influence

of subjective faCtors to the same extent, and the probability that

observationE; will be biased will be less.

Although Thomas does not specifically discuss. when- Subjective factors

will most likely predominate in the formulatldh of definitions of

situations, he does argue that on the whole the definition ,of the situation

is "equivalent to the determination of the vague" (Thomas, 1923). It

seems a.1ogical extension of thi dea that if objective factors are

ambiguous or not strong enough to guide the individual in attributing

meaning to the situation, the role of subjective factors will become

importantiand may even play a larger part in the definition process.

There is support in the social science literature for the contention

that the degree to which. a situation% is ambiguous will affect how an'

individual will act in a situation. .For example, one's perception of an

object is modified according to how ambiguous the object is (Reese and

Ford, 1962; Bruner, et al., 1952"; Braley, 1933; Carmichael,

et al., 1032). The probability that a subject will accept a

suggestion or behavioral cues from an exRerimenter is associated with the

a ambiguity, of the task which the subject is to perform (Patel and Gordkriz

'1960; Coffin, 1941). There is .also evidence from the conformity

l \terature (Hoving,et al., 1969; Crutchfield, 1955) that ambiguity plays

a role. Looking at the' experimenter effects literature, we find
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additional evidende that ambiguity will affect behavib* (Felton,1971;

Weiss, 1969). This research suggests that subjects are more likelyto

act in accordance with an experimenter's hypothesis when the situation

is ambiguous.. /
Independent add Dependent Variables

We decided to test the effeCts which subjective situational factors

and situational aTbigUity have on the occurence of observer bias.. It is

our assumption that observer bias is a behavioral outcome of the definition

of the situation process._ We fdel that observer bias is an instance when

subjective features play a large part in the definition of the situation

process., However, this influence is modified by the clarity of the

objective features of the situation.

Because subjective situational features include many aspects of a

situation; it would be impossible to manipulate and test the effects of

all of them in terms of observer bias. Some of the previous research on

observer bias (White et al., 1970; Cordaro and Ison, 1963) provided the

observers with informatiOn'concefning the amount of behavior to be

expected from the subjects. Since expectations ,concerning the type of

behavior associated with a situation is a subjective situational factor,

we decided to concentrate our efforts on a similar kind of expectation.

We went a step further and linked the expectation to a particular

category of people or group sinceme felt this would be more akin to an

actual observational situation. We attempted
6

to manipulate the observers'

expectaticins concerning the,behavior of a particular group in order to

determine whether Ehis type of expectation could make some observens more

prone to observer bias.'

10
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Our first independent variable, expectations Concerning the behavior

cif a particular group; 'is nominally defined as anticipation that a

particular kind of behavior will more likely be associated with"one group

than another.

Our second independent variable is situational ambiguity. This

variable is nominally defined as the extent to which'a situation allows

for more than one interpretation, that is, it has two or -more possible

meanings because the objective features of the situation are not clear or

readily apparent. It is ottr contention thcit situational ambiguity can

4
modify the relationship between subjective situational features, specifi-

cally expectations concerning the behavior of tparticular, group, and

observetr bias. If objective features of-a situation are clear or easily.

recognized, that is, unambiguous, an observer's definition will not be

under the influence of subjective features to the same extent. The

probability that his Observations will be biased will bedess.

Methodology

The, laboratory setting consisted of 62 observers watching'a video

tape of nursery school children at play. The observers were to record any

instances of aggression which they saw on the video tape and to note these

,....instances next to the appropriate category on aprating sheet. Aggressive

behavior was the focus of observation.

. The experimental room contained one television set with avideo

recorder, one-chair for the experimenter which was adjacent to the

.television and the recorder and two to SIX chairs for the observersh

These latter chairs directly faced the television and the recorder. When

the observers were seated they faced the experimenter's left side. /The

0



9

chairs, were positioned in this way in order to.averid direct eye contact (.3

with the experimenter during the experimental session. The experimenter

remained in the experimental room throughout the session since she told

the observers when each taped sequence was over. so that they could start

a new rating sheet. A clean rating sheet was used, for each taped

sequence.

Treatment

Observers' expectations about the behavior of a particular group

were manipulated by presenting them with information concerning the social

class status of-the children in the videotapes before the tapes were

viewed. One group of observers was, told thechildren in the tapes were

middle class and because middle class parents are competitive and want
1

their children to be successful f'1 latcr life, they encourage aggressive ,

-behavior in them. As a result of the social class status of the children,
1 .

,

the observers were told to expect p lot of aggression in the'videotape.

Another group o AbserVers were told that the children in the tape were

lower class.. Lower class parents encourage aggressive behavior in their

children.so hat hey will be able to endurethe harsh living conditions

that they must face. Like the previput group, this group was also told

to expect a lot of aggressive behavior because of the relationship bey

tween lower class status and aggressiveness. A third group of observers

was told nothing about the classiposition of the children nor were they'

given any expectations concerning the amount of aggressive behavior that

they would see.

Situational ambiguity was manipulated through the use of two dif-

ferent videotapes. One consisted of eight sequences in which the

0 1.2
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'761xildren exhibited behaviorwhiCh waa;,clearly
-

t

.other tape .consisted of ele

ag.gressive_in nature. Ihe'_

sequences, two of WhiOh were -aggresssiYe

in nature and which- 0 'appeared inJape I. The other sequences in

Tape II were A clear asp ktheir aggressive nature.
:T

.

,Tape w
/
was considered to be a npn-ambiguous situation while Tape

II wad considered to be"n ambiguous:situation. Both tapes were 22

minugs long and were of.the'same preschool children (ages 4 and 5)
4.

-play' fri,e. nursery school setting. The behavior. of the.children was spon-
-

taneOus and we made no attempt while taping the c(iildrento get them. to
.

act in any particular' ay. j

Experimental Groups

..,'
1 'Sixty-two observers were randomly assigned to one of six groups.

'-. , .

0
The groups were distinguished according to the 'type of tape the observers

. - .

. ,

watched and according to what kind of expeCtation they.received rega
A

the social class of the children; in the to ens. An attempt was made to

evenly divide the groups 4ccording O-Sexe, bbServer. Due
,.., ,

- --
=

to schedulink,,

problemg, ei.70 of the groups were not evenly ,divided by sex, however.. Both.
.4.1

41'of these 'groups contained six males 'anefive fem4es.' In the rest of this

.%.

paper, we will use the following symbOle,to a er the six groups
1

; ,,, .

.

1) MCN'-- group which was told the children ere middle class
, ..

and also watched the non-ambiguoUstdOe:"that is the one

with a large amount of:clear,aggreaSion:(total N for this
.

group was 10,,five maleS and fiyefema100)*.

2) MCA group which was told the thildren'were middle class
. --

and alSo watched the ambiguous tape, that is the one with

a small amouato clear aggression. (total N. tbr this group
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11, six males and five females).

3) LCN group which was toletlat the children were lower

'class and who watched the non-ambiguous tape; the clearly

aggressive-one (total N for this groups was 10, five males

and five-females).

4) LCA -- group which whs told the Children were lower class

and who watched the ambiguous tape, the one withh small

amount clear aggression (total N for this group was 10,

us
five males and five females).

5) CON -- group which. was told nothing about the social class

of -the children'and whoalso watched the non-ambiguous

tape,the one ,with a large amount of char aggression (total

N for this group was 11, six males and-five females).
0

6) CUBA -- group which was. told nothing aboutlthe social class

cyl the children and who also watched the ambiguous tape, the

one with a small amount yf clear aggression (total N' for this

group was 10, five males and five females).

Hypotheses

The followilig are the hypotheses that this research evaluated:

Hypothesis Ia: Observers holding expectations that middle

class children are more aggressive than lower class children

will record more aggression than observers not holding any

expectation about the social class of the Children observed.

Hypothesis Ib: Observers holding expectations that lower

class children are more aggressive than middle class children

call record more aggression than observers not holding any

14
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expectations aboutIthe social-class of the(children.Aserved.

.

a. I

Hypothesis IId: n the presence of. the ambiguous videot4pe,,

expectations linking middle claps

children with aggression will be amore pronounced than in

the presence of he non-ambiguous videotape.

the effects of observer

qv
Hypothesis IIb: ,In the presence of the ambiguous videotape,'

.

the effect of observer expectations lipking lower class

children with aggression will be more pronounced than in

the presence of the non-ambiguous videotape.

Sample

The sample ased:lh the experiment consisted of 62 undergraduate

students (32 males and 30 females) who, were enrolled in introductory

sociology courses in a large midwestern university during the months of

January through May, 1923. All were volunteers and they had been recruited

for, the experimenter by the instructors who taught the courses in

.which the subjects. were enrolled. The average age of the observers was

19.95 years and they were mainly freshmen'and sophomores.

Procedure

Each observer was contacted by the experimenter by telephone and

atf*pointment was made to view the viNdeotapi. Groups of two to six

subjects were ai each experimental session depending on how many

observers in a particular group were able to come at the particular time

of the session. InspeCtion of the means suggested that the size of the

group did not affect the'observers' ratings of the children.

15
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of the observers entered'theexperiliental room at the same

40kiloppnied by the experimenter. They found an instruction sheet

A

set of coding sheet's on their chairs face down. After everyone was

**tedothe experimenter

were:asked ter` follow along;

dustructiAs:

read the instructions eYoud to the obstytrs.
.s

0.m

all of the groups read the following

BeforeWe begin, like

As you know, I.at working.bn my Master's

to thank you for coming today.

Q

trying tb sae, if previous findings

hold today.

I would like you to watch

children playing and then
1\

rating sheet whiCt I- have

several sequerices, and I'd

for each sequence. I will

over so you will knoq when

Please put a check in

thesis; I am

on'children's aggression

a film of four and five year old

rate them on aggrebsion using the
-4-

given you. The film is 4ivided intoi

like you to use.a separate sheet

tell you when each sequence is

to start a new rating sheet.

theapprOpriate box whenever you see a

Child doing what the category describes. Be sure to include

all behavior even that which occurs during play. The categories

also take verbal statements into account, so don't forget to

include aggressive speech.

Before showing the videotape of the children, the observers were

"shown a tape of five, sdquences which portrayed policemen interacting ith

citizen's. The tape was approXimately seven minutes long and it was

intended.as a practice in order to familiarize the Observers with the

16
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categories ,on the rating sheets`. The 'rating sheet was composed of the

folloqing categories:

1. Tells,a child what-to do A

2. Hblds or,restraina a child

3. 'ShoVeS,child and /or 'object

4. Gets in the way of another child

Kickschild and/or object

6Takes something away from another chin

( 7. Hits child and/Or object

8. Throws object-

9. Threatens a child physically and/or verbally

10. Chases another child

A

After the practice tape was over the,questions from -the observers

answered, the information about the socioeconomic status of the children

in the video tape was%given to the appropriate-groups (MCA, fICN, LCA, LCN).

This information. concerned the amount of aggression toibe-exPected and

information about the social class of the children: As vith the initial

set of inseructions, this information was read aloud by the experimenter

while the observers followed along. After the descriptions were read, the

observers were reminded to record all instances of aggressive behavior

and then the videotape of the children was shown. The above procedure

differed.in the case of the two control groups (COA and CON by the

4
omission of the reading of .a desription concerning the dggressiveness and

social class of the children.

After the videotape was completed, each observer was asked to fill

out a shortquestionnaire which was aimed at getting, for example,

-information about his experience with children, knowledge about the''

17
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relationship between'social class and aggression and some data about'

Lis family of orientation. A debri fing session followed in which the .

The entire experimental

questiotnaire and d4briefing,

purpose of the experiment was exp.Iiried.

session, including the filling out of the

t

lasted approximately one hon. .

Results

a

,

We utilized analybis of.vatiance as our main statisticgl tool. A

weighted means analysis was used' since we had unequal cell frequencies

(Winer, 1971).1

three-way analysis of varianceawas runoin order to determine the

effects, expectations about the aggressive behavior of middle or lower

\

class children and. situational ambiguity have on observer bias. The

analysis was also run in order to determine whether gender of observer -

would affect any relationship between the independent and dependent

variables. The analysis of variance revealed main effects due to the

expectatipns variable and due to situational ambiguity. Both at these

effpnts were, significant at the .05 level (F = 4.11, 'di 2/50; F = 7.17,

df A(50 for expectations about aass-related aggression and situational
,

ambiguity, respectively). The predicted interaction effect (Hypotheses

IIa and IIb) between expectations concerning class-related aggression and

/'
situational ambiguity failed to reach significance., There were no

,I)

effeets, either main or interaction, due to gender suggesting this variable

did not affect the relationships predicted by our hypotheses.

(TABLE I about here.)

The main effect for the expectations variable suggests that such
k
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ekpectatiOns are associated with observer bias. However, before a con-

1 clusion as to whether this data supports Hypotheses Ia and Ib Is reach,

we must examine the direction of this bias. In prder to do.this, the

marginal means representing this effect must be compared: When this is

done, we find an interesting pattern. All observers (groups MCA, MGNi

'LCA, LCN) wlio'were explicitlytiveu expectations concerning the social
.

class membership of the children in the film were also told to expect'a

great deal of aggredsion. The resulting means, should have been higher than

those from-the observers who had not been given any expectations about' the

behavior of th children in the film groups COA and-CON). If we look at

the means, we find that those observers who thodght they were watching..

Middle class children did see more aggression(X 40.43)°than the control

groups (X =34.43) butthope who thought they.Wee watching lower class

children saw less aggression (X =29.50) an the control group

data seem to confirm HypOthesis I but Hyp., thesis Ib is nazi supported

by the data. Although the observers holding expectations linking lower

class children and aggressive behavior did seem to:bias their observations

when compared'to the control groups, they did so inthe opposite direction

of their expectations.

The

In order to determine which comparisons were contributing to the

overall main effect due to the expectations variable, the marginal means

were also subjected to a posteriori analysis. Scheft6 tests and

Fisher's least significant difference (led) approach were used .(Winer,

.1.911). The Cheffe tests revealed no significant comparisons, but this

may have been due io the conservative natuye of this test (Winer, f971).

On the other hand, the Fisher's leastsigkificant difference approach

A



4
O

i7

indicated that the.-comparison between the means for those observers who,v-r
thought they were watching middle class .children and those who thought they

were watChing loafer class children was significantly different at the

.01 level. This finding gives additional weight to the concrusion that

observer bias can result if observers hold expectations concerning the

behavior. of subjects they ars watching. However, the bias may not be in.

. the direction of the 'expectation., As we said before, only Hypothesis Ia

is supported by the data.

Ndne of the other hypotheses was supported by the data. The signifi-

cant main effects due to situational ambiguity only suggests that the two

films were significantly different in terms of clearly aggressive content.

2

The overall mean for the non-ambiguous film was greater than the mean

for the ambiguous film (39.1 and 30.65, respectively). This indicates that

the tapes were two different types of observational situations but in

'order forour hyi-iotheses (IIa and IIb) dealing with situational ambiguity

to have been supported, an interaction effect would have'been a necessary

result.

We subjected our data to further analysis in order to determine any

effects due to a third variable. As we said; gender was originally

conceived in this way, but our original analysis indicated that gender

did not act as a modifying variable or coOribute to observer bias.

The next variable which was examinedfor additional effects

concerned whether the observers had any experience with children prior to

participation in the experiment. Again,' a three-way analysis of variance

was done and it included this experience'variable, the expectation )-variable

1

and the situational ambiguity variable. A significant (.05 level) noln
V

O
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effect due to experience did result (F =5.01, df 1/50) but none of the

(

interaction effects were significant.
2

These results are questionable,

however, since the varianges were found to be non-homogenous. Therefore,

a t testvas done in order to see if the marginal means associated

with the effect due to experience with children-were significantly

different (marginal means were le =30.56 for those without experience;

R 737.41 for those with experience). The t test was significant at

the .05 level (t =2.01, df 60) indicating that observers with experiellee

saw more aggression than those without experience.

The last variable which was examined was concerned with the extent-

to which the observers guessed the true nature of the experiment. Although

only one observer was able to.determine e exact goal of the research,

eighteen other observers were suspicious teat they were under study and

not the children in the tape as they had beet told. Accordingly, the'

observes were divided into two groups, those w o had no idea of the

actual goal of the experiment (N =40) and those who g ssed the true
7

nature or i4ho were suspicious that they were actually.being studied

(N =19).

Another three -way. analysis of variance was run. The data indicate

an interaction . effect between situational ambiguity and the guess variable.

(TABLE II about here.)

It we look at the relevant marginal means, we find that cJhen observers

exposed to the ambiguous tape were suspicious about the actual goals of

the experiment, they recopied approximately as much aggression as those

observers exposed to the unambiguous ideotape. In other words, suspicious
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observers seemed, more apt to record aggression

ational ambiguity than unsuspicious obstrvers.

I'
test supports this conclUsion There

(TABLE III about berg.)

in, the presence of situ-

A Sch?ff0' posteriori

is a complimentary trend

throughout the data. It indicates that'observers suspicious of the true

nature of the experiment recorded more aggression than unsuspicious '

observers regardless of situational ambiguity.

(TABLES IVa-c about here).

Discussion and Conclusions

As stated before, the data does confirm HypothesisIa which states

that observers holding expectations that middle class children are more

aggressive will record more aggression than. observers not holding any

expectation about the social class of the children observed. By so doing,

it also lends support to Thomas's idea that subjective situational factors

do play a role ip the definition of the situation process.

,

It also lends partial support to the general hypothesis which pre-

diets that observers holding expectations concerning the -behavior of a

particular group will be more likely to bias their data.in line 4ith these
a

expectations than observers.not holding such an expectation. This hypoth-

esis is only partially supported since the data did not support Hypothesis

7.1

Ib. 'Altlogbthe'data.pertaining to Hypothesis Ib was biased, the bias

was in the opposite direction to the .observers' expectations. Observers

holding expectations linking aggressive behavior to lower class status
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saw less aggression than observers holding no expectations concerning

the childreh's social class status. These data may he.the'result of a

negative reaction on the part of the observets whO received the expectation.

regarding the lower class children. Some of the observers who received

this expectation indicated during the debriefing period that they found

the description concerning lower class aggressive behavior-to be offensive

and may have reacted to it by recording a smaller amount of aggressive

behavior than they actually saw. This explanation is only a speculation

since we have no substantial data. with which tO/supportsuch a conclusion.

More detailed questioni regarding the observers' feelings and their

adceptance of the experimental expectations could have helped settle

this issue.

Another possible explanation for the reverse biasing associated

with the lower class expectation maybe gained from some of the social-

ization literature concerned with differential parent behavior due to sex

of child (Meyer and Sobiedzek, 1972; Rothbart and Maccoby, 1966;

Bronfenbrenner, 1961). Rothbart and Maccoby 6966) and Bronfenbtenner

(1961) report that parents are more punitive toward children of the same

sex and more affectionate and permissive toward children of.the opposite

sex. In other words, parents seem to have a lower'tolerance for certain

0

kinds of behavior when they are exhibited by same-sex children.

Meyer and Sobieszek (1972) explain this finding by suggesting that

this:lower tolerance may result from the ability of parents to apply more

complete framed of reference to same-sex children. Adults are better

able to define and respond meaningfully to the behavior of same-:sex

children, and as a result are less tolerant of the behavior of these

2 9
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children. This conclusion is basecIon.data Obtained from adults asked to

rate two children, described part.of the time as male and the remaihder

of the .time as female, on a number.of adjectives;- The adults attributed-
.

the most qualities to tame sex children (significant at the .O5 leve.

Our data ay indicate that sex is not the only characteristic which

enables adults to act in this way. Social 41asA membership nay be

another.
0

Most of our observers were from middle class origils. 'Extrapolating,

from Meyer and Sobieszek't data, we would argue that becasue Of the middle

class origins of most of our observers, they were able to make more

sense out of and relate to the behavioi of the childrn described as

diddle cla'ss than the behavior of the children described as lower cleat.

Accordingly, they recorded more behavior for those children described as

middle class. The difference in the amount of aggrepsion which was

recorded may have been significant because it was'aggiesion which was

the object of the study; aggressive behavior may have negative connotations

in our society. Again this explanation is onlyspeculation, but it does

tie our data to some of the socializationliteftture'and, as such, is

wotthy of future research.

Our faiture)to confirm Hypotheses IIa and lib concerning the

interaction effects between the expectation and. situational variables
.

may have been due to our manipulation of the latter yriablA, situational

ambiguity. Although the significant main effect due to this variable

suggests that we had two distinct videotapes, both tapes may have had'.

clearly objective situationalfactors in regard to how difficult

it was to discern aggressive behavior. In constructing 'Videotape II,
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we sought examples of behavior which could be interpreted as aggressive

but not-. eceesarily so. Loud talking, the articulation of which was not

clear, a child' waving his arms in front of another are two examples of

the type ofibehavibr which we included in Videotape II. owever, it

',may have been that these kinds of'behavior were too clear yinbnaggres-
,

sive and our observers interpreted them accordingly. Per apl, if we

' had usedthe same videotape for both ambiguity conditions but instead',
X

manipulated'the clarity or focusof the picture, we maY have had a

better measure of. sltuational'ambiguity. Of course our failure to obtain

any significant interaction effects between the'expectation and situational

ambiguity variables may suggest that the relationship between

subjective situational factors a'nd observer bias is not affected by

objective situational factors. However, given our reservations

regarding the manipulation of the situational ambiguity, variable,

further research regarding this variable is needed before any definite

conclusion can be drawn.

Further research into the role that prior experience with subjects

, similar to those under observation plays in the occurrence of observer

bias could also be done. .Although the main effect due to experience with

children was suspect because of lack of equal variances, the t test

indicates that this variable may affect an observer's actions in that he

may be more apt to attribdte and record more instances of'behavior than

observers who have not had experience with similar kinds of subjects.

This' conclusion is.similar to the one reached by Meyer and Sobieszek

(1972) concerning adults' interpretation of sex-typed behavior Al

children. Thus, experience may contribute to observer bias and future
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researchers in this area coura look at this variable in more detail
cy

Experience may play a role because it too may functign as a s ective

situational factor.'

The data regarding whether the observers gues or were suspicious

about the true nature of the experiment indi what, much of the

experimenter effects literature argues; subjects will act in accordance

with what they belidve to be the experimenter's hypothesis. The data

suggest a trend that observers, regardless of the experimental conditions,

recorded more aggression when they guessed or were suspicious of the

actua ;. goals of the experiment than when they were not suspicious. This

was expecially true when the objective situational factors were unclear

r ambiguous. Although this latter finding must be interpreted with

caution given our reservations concerning the manipulation of situational

ambiguity, it does support some of the experimenter effects literature

concerned wial ambiguity (Felton,.1971; Weiss, 1969). It wouldloem
4

that even research aimed at specifkcally producing experimenter effectd

could be affected by UNINTENDED experimenter effects.

Lookingtat this research'in terms of its goals:, some of the data

supporting Hypothesis Ia suggest that looking at obskrver bias in terms

of W. I. Thomas's ideas concerning the definition of the situation 'may

be 'hioductive. It begins to link the experimenter effects literature to

some already existing theoretical work. Subjective'situat'onal factors

in'the form of an expectation concerning the behavior of a.particular

group dO seem related to'the incidence of observer bias. However, other

variables may modify this relationship. Intexplaining the failure to

confirm Hypothesis lb, we mentioned that common Characteristics ,between

41
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observers and aubjects.and/or factors idiosyncratic to the experimental

conditions to which they-were exposed (possible negatille reaction to the

expectations concerning lower class children, in this instance) could

be two such possible variables. Of course;.Hypotheses IIa and In, were

specifiehlly aimed at examining another such variable, ut the data

failed to confirm the prediction that situational ambiguity would enhance

the relationship between subjective situationalefactora and-observer

bias. On the other hand, if we consider the variable regarding whether

the observers guessed the actual goal of the experiment as another sub
,

jective situational factor, the interaction effect between it and

situational ambiguity would suggest that. - investigation of the role

situational ambiguity plays in producing observer biasand in the definition

of the situation process is still warranted.

Our data suggests a line of action for those doing obAervational

research and who are concerned with observer/bias. It *mild seem

wise for experimenters doing observational research to attempt to

ascertain whetheptheir observers hold anyebeliefs, expectations or
O

f

experience related to the type of subject under observation. These

types of data should then be taken into account when training the observers

andin the final data analysis since, as our. data suggest, they could .

affect the observers' definition'of the situation and, in ftrn, their

observations.

. 33
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Footnotes

Hartley's F max test,,for ;homogeneity of variances was used

to test whethdt the assumption concerning equal vAlances due

0

to experimental error within each treatment population was

met. Unless otherwise stated, the data met Ids assumption

at the .05 and/or, .01 level (Winer, 1971).

4'

Unless otherwise stated, the main effects due to the expectations
I

variable and the situatfondl ambiguity variable remained for all
. .

addit1pnal three-way analyses of variance.

t
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